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The Improving Skills conference, which took place November 15-16, 2012 in Cyprus, was 
organised by the European Commission, DG Education and Culture (DG EAC), in close 
cooperation with the Cypriot Presidency and with the input from CRELL. The aim of the 
conference was to generate and disseminate knowledge derived from recent secondary analysis 
of large scale international surveys and assessments such as PISA, TIMSS, ICCS, ESLC and 
PIRLS. The conference focused on results at the European level where the intended target 
audience was policy makers and researchers in the respective fields. As the EU emerges from the 
economic crisis, one of the key drivers of long-term growth will be increasing and better 
targeting competences and skills to labour market needs. The Europe 2020 strategy is therefore a 
response to an evident need to focus on education and training, as the acquisition of skills 
necessary to competing in a modern and globalised economy is identified as a core goal. 
Participants of the conference discussed policy goals and areas requiring further research in the 
field of improving skills, both in terms of improving basic skills (such as literacy and reading 
competencies) and transversal skills (enhancing employability, social inclusion and civic 
participation). The conference constituted a follow-up of the previously held 2009 Stockholm 
conference1 and was designed by a Scientific Committee, which was formed by DG EAC, 
Cyprus Presidency, CRELL, IEA, OECD and various members of national education ministries 
and research institutes.  
 
Conference’s aims 
The conference had three main goals. First, it aimed to show how secondary analyses of data 
from large scale international surveys and direct assessments of pupils can provide policy 
relevant insights on teaching, institutional structures and learning outcomes in different skills 
areas. Secondly, it sought to further develop understanding of the extent to which countries used 
evidence from these large scale international assessments to inform their policy measures in the 
field of education and training. Finally, the conference aimed to identify EU-relevant thematic 
areas where there is a demonstrable need for further data development, including identifying 
areas for secondary analysis in the coming years.  
 
Participation 
The conference was able to attract policy makers in the area of education and training from 
almost all EU Member States and Commission staff from DG EAC, CRELL, Eurydice and the 
Office of the Chief Scientific Adviser of the Commission President. In addition, the conference 
hosted researchers from established institutions as well as representatives of numerous external 
agencies. In total more than 160 participants from a wide range of organisations and institutions 
– see Graph 1 – attended the conference. 
                                                            
1 2009 Stockholm Conference: "Improving Education: evidence from secondary analysis of international studies". 
http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc/improve/prog_en.pdf 
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Researchers from the following universities participated in the conference: Humboldt University 
of Berlin, University of Cyprus, University of Milan, University of Murcia, Leuphana University 
of Lueneburg, University of Groningen, University of Stavanger, University of Luxembourg, 
University of Oslo, University of Gothenburg, University of Southampton, University of 
Bucharest, University of Helsinki, University of Bologna, Northumbria University, University of 
Ljubljana, University of Liege, Aristotle University, University of Malta and Tallinn University.   
 
Moreover, representatives from the following external or international agencies and research 
institutes participated in the conference: the International Association for the Evaluation of 
Educational Achievement (IEA), Italian National Institute for Educational Evaluation 
(INVALSI), Educational Research Institute, Poland, European Foundation for the Improvement 
of Living and Working Conditions (EUROFOUND), European Centre for the Development of 
Vocational Training (CEDEFOP), European Trade Union Committee for Education (ETUCE) 
and the European Network on Teacher Education Policies (ENTEP).  
 
Structure of the conference 
The conference opened with a plenary session by the Commission and Cyprus Presidency and 
included keynote speeches by J-E. Gustafsson and M. Jakubowski. Following the opening, three 
parallel sessions on basic skills were held, i.e. on reading literacy and language competencies, on 
mathematics and science skills and on transversal skills. The second day continued with parallel 
sessions on the educational achievements of migrants, teachers’ development and methods, and 
effective education policies and closed with a panel debate and closing words by P. Mairesse 
(DG EAC). In each of the six workshops, the Commission provided a brief introduction to the 







The following sections will present the main outcomes drawn from the opening session, the six 
different workshops and the closing plenary session. The complete conference programme can 






Plenary Session: November 15th, 9.30 – 13:00 
Chair: Athena Michaelidou (Cyprus Pedagogical Institute) 
 
The conference was opened by a written message from Androulla Vassiliou (the European 
Commissioner for Education, Culture, Multilingualism & Youth) in which she emphasised the 
important role of the conference in addressing priorities in the field of education, as well as the 
broader agenda of the EU2020 growth strategy for a smart, sustainable and inclusive economy. 
 
Pierre Mairesse (European Commission – DG EAC) subsequently discussed the increasing 
relevance and importance of education and training in the European policy context, with both 
areas being a focal point in the Europe 2020 strategy for growth and jobs. In particular, he 
emphasised the need for a strong evidence base with country specific knowledge to inform 
policy makers working in the field of education and training, and in order to provide country 
specific recommendations. In this context, DG EAC’s role in terms of strengthening 
methodology for country analysis was discussed, specifically with regard to achieving the 
Europe 2020 headline targets. To this end, Mairesse stressed the importance of exploiting all 
available data sources for evidence-based policy making while also noting the current gaps in 
data availability in certain areas. Finally, Mairesse highlighted the importance of brokerage 
channels between researchers and policy makers and increasing collaboration with other partners, 
such as the OECD and IEA, to use data most efficiently.  
 
The plenary session also included opening remarks by Olympia Stylianou (Permanent Secretary, 
Ministry of Education and Culture, Cyprus). Stylianou discussed how recent economic and social 
changes have led to an increased demand for interpersonal, personal and professional skills from 
all citizens. She emphasised that educational systems were increasingly called upon to provide 
such skills for EU citizens, for them to lead independent lives and in order to become responsible 
citizens capable of making a positive contribution to the European economy. With reference to 
international educational surveys, Stylianou noted that these constitute valuable tools to assess 
country performance over time.  
 
Keynote Speeches 
Jan-Eric Gustafsson (University of Gothenberg, Sweden): Using international surveys of 
educational achievement as a source of information for improving education 
Gustafsson’s presentation highlighted the importance of using international surveys to monitor 
levels and trends in educational achievement, while also identifying weaknesses in the design of 
these studies as a basis for making policy-relevant inferences. He identified the potential of new 
statistical techniques in creating further opportunities in the secondary analysis of accumulated 
data. The two analytical approaches that were examined in detail were the trend design of several 
international surveys (PISA, PIRLS and TIMSS), which allow analysis of changes over time. 
The second approach was a two-level structural equation model, which measures the impact of 
factors such as computer use, homework and teaching approaches on performance. In particular, 
he argued that challenges presented by the cross-sectional designs of international surveys 
measuring educational achievement include possible reverse causality (where the assumed 
independent variable may also itself be affected by the dependent variable), potential omitted 
variables, and measurement errors. According to Gustafsson, international surveys constitute a 
rich source of data for understanding determinants of educational achievement, but techniques 
require further fine-tuning to make this data more accessible and policy-relevant. 
 
Maciej Jakubowski (Ministry of National Education, Poland): Can you make the leap twice? 
Using evidence to further improve the Polish education 
Jakubowski discussed the 1999 reform of the Polish education system and the success of this 
reform in improving Polish educational attainment as well as in reducing between-school 
differences. Key improvements included a newly structured school system, a new curriculum, 
more school autonomy, standardised national exams and encouragement of teachers’ 
professional development. Since 2000, Poland has participated in several international surveys to 
monitor educational achievements and has thereby increased the availability of data relevant to 
policy making in the field of education. Poland’s mean performance is now above the OECD 
average. Evidence from the impact of the 1999 reforms will be used to support further policy 
changes in the field of education and training. Jakubowski argued that the 1999 Polish 
educational reforms had positive effects, particularly in terms of reducing attainment 
differences between population sub-groups and radically decreasing the overall percentage of 
low-performing students. However, evidence suggests that there is still room for improvement in 
the Polish educational system through further curriculum reform, greater support for 
teachers (professional development and improved working hours), and more support for high 
achievers. Jakubowski also discussed challenges that have to be addressed to build infrastructure 
for the effective research support for policy making: he cited as an example the Educational 
Research Institute, supervised by the Polish Ministry of National Education, which acts as an 
intermediate between researchers and policy makers in addition to carrying out its own research 
projects on policy relevant topics. 
  
Parallel session Day 1 
 
 
Workshop 1: Basic skills: Reading literacy and language competences (November 15th, 14:30 
– 18:00) 
Chair: Gerry Shiel (Educational Research Centre, St. Patrick’s College, Ireland) 
Speakers: Luisa Borges Araujo (European Commission); Magdalena Szpotowicz (Educational 
Research Institute); Astrid Roe (University of Oslo); Arlette Delhaxhe (EACEA). 
 
Summary 
Workshop 1 looked at internal and external factors influencing student literacy and language 
competences in different case studies. Luisa Borges Araujo presented a secondary analysis of the 
ESLC carried out in EU countries, focusing on factors affecting proficiency in learning English 
as a first foreign language. The study examined factors at both the in-school and out-of-school 
level. Magdalena Szpotowicz examined national language competence measurements in 
comparison with ESLC results in Poland. She provided evidence for correlations between 
performance on national language measurements (including spoken language) and ESLC results 
in Poland, confirming the reliability of the national exam as a performance measure. Astrid Roe 
successfully identified both internal and external factors influencing performance where students’ 
reading abilities were calculated while taking into account socioeconomic status and gender. In 
particular, her research examined changes in reading patterns over time (comparing reading 
trends in 2000 and 2009) in Nordic countries. Last, Arlette Delhaxhe presented research on the 
impact of various national policies whose aim it is to improve reading achievement. Countries 
were grouped according to types of policies and educational outcomes were respectively 
explored for low-achieving 15-year-olds. In addition, results from a Spanish study were made 
available to the participants.  
 
Key results 
Results indicated that the factors with the greatest impact on literacy and language acquisition 
were early onset of language learning, class size, extra-curricular contexts such as media and 
perceived ‘usefulness’ of language outside of school, and pedagogical approaches such as the use 
of content and language integrated learning (CLIL). It was also confirmed that there are gender 
differences in reading outcomes with girls generally outperforming boys on a range of reading 
outcomes. Secondary analyses of PISA and PIRLS data suggest that the presence of a reading 
specialist in schools can support teachers’ efforts to tackle reading difficulties and reduce 
numbers of lower-achieving students. 
 
Policy implications & future research 
As evidence shows that there are gender differences in a range of reading and language 
outcomes, policy makers are encouraged to examine if such differences can be addressed 
through intervention measures, especially where low-socioeconomic status boys are concerned. 
Policy makers are urged to recognise the value that reading specialists can bring in supporting 
teachers to address students’ reading difficulties. The provision by educational systems of 
curricular recommendations on improving reading skills may need to be supported by the 
activities of reading specialists to reduce the proportion of lower-achieving students. Finally, 
there is value in capitalising on activities that can raise students’ foreign language performance, 
including use of visual media in out-of-school contexts, especially in those countries where 
specific foreign languages may not enjoy a high status. 
 
Further research is needed on why gender differences in reading and language competences 
arise, especially from primary to post-primary schooling. Future cycles of the ESLC could 
consolidate the understanding of performance differences across countries, including 
motivational and instructional factors. Future surveys might incorporate a speaking assessment 
component among subgroups of students. Efforts to link national and international language 
assessments need to go beyond correlation in order to look in detail at curriculum goals as well 
as assessment frameworks. The roles of reading specialists in supporting teachers to support 
lower-achieving students also need to be examined further. 
 
  
Workshop 2: Basic skills: Mathematics and Science Skills (November 15th, 14:30 – 18:00) 
Chair: Anne-Berit Kavli (Norwegian Directorate of Education and Training, Norway) 
Speakers: Liv Sissel Grönmo (University of Oslo, Norway); Yvan Clermont (Statistics Canada, 
Canada); Timo Ehmke (Leuphana University of Lüneburg, Germany); Gabrielle Marie Stanco 
(TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center, Boston College, USA). 
 
Summary 
Workshop 2 focussed on two important questions: 1) what are drivers of mathematic 
competencies and 2) are mathematics skills consistently measured in different surveys. Liv Sissel 
Grönmo presented results on pure and applied mathematics skills from TIMSS, TIMSS advanced 
and PISA. By using the complementary results from the various studies, she identified different 
profiles in mathematics and science education in different countries, e.g. Nordic and English-
speaking students performed relatively well on types of mathematics applicable in daily life, and 
lower on items in classical abstract mathematics, i.e. arithmetic and algebra. Yvan Clermont 
presented findings on numeracy and problem-solving skills in the Adult Literacy and Life Skills 
Survey (ALL). In particular, this study shows the influential role of age, gender, and formal 
education on numeracy skills and discusses the incremental role of problem solving skills in 
influencing important labour market outcomes. Timo Ehmke presented results from the 
assessment of the conceptual and dimensional equivalence of mathematical competencies in 
TIMSS, PISA, Standard-based National Assessment in Germany (NA), and the German multi-
cohort National Educational Panel Study (NEPS). The results revealed a high conceptual 
correspondence between the assessment frameworks in the various surveys. Gabrielle Marie 
Stanco presented results from TIMSS 2007 on the effect of various school effectiveness factors 
on science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) skills in the Czech Republic and 
Slovenia. In particular, this research revealed the positive effect of various factors associated 
with school resources, fidelity of curriculum implementation, and school climate (while 
controlling for student home resources) on STEM competencies, and showed the potential of 




Mathematics and science skills have substantial positive economic benefits, such as lower 
unemployment rates, increased earnings, and increased productivity, and are thereby crucial for 
economic growth. Existing evidence from the IALS and ALL suggests that higher education 
levels are generally associated with higher numeracy skills. However, there seems still to be a 
substantial gender gap in mathematical skills. Different teaching methods, preparation of 
teachers, and school climate (i.e. addressing attendance problems and support for academic 
success) can improve mathematics and science skills levels. In addition, it is important to keep in 
mind that pure mathematic skills, such as algebra and arithmetic, are the basis for competencies 
in applied mathematics and science. In this context, existing evidence from PISA, TIMSS and 
TIMSS advanced demonstrates that one can identify country-specific profiles in mathematical 
achievement. In particular, students in East European countries seem to perform well in pure and 
abstract mathematics, such as arithmetic and algebra, whereas Nordic and English-speaking 
countries perform well in daily life mathematics. 
 
 
Policy implications & future research  
In this workshop, it was shown that TIMSS, TIMSS advanced and PISA are complementary 
surveys, which hold information on different age levels and complementary notions of 
mathematics skills. In addition, there is some scope to exploit the consistency of the 
mathematical concept in international and national surveys and link them to explore the 
longitudinal dimension for rigorous analysis. Hence, it seems favourable to use the combined 
information from all the aforementioned surveys to get a complete picture of what happens in 
different grades, to understand how performance in one grade affects the next grade, and 
derive more suitable recommendations for policy makers. 
 
From the discussion in the workshop several areas for further investigations were identified. In 
particular, there seems to be a need to better understand the role of school effectiveness 
factors, such as best teaching practice, and understand which school factors might help to 
increase the general level of mathematics and science skills as well as help to close the gender 
gap. In addition, a better understanding of the relationship between different dimensions of 
mathematical skills - such as pure mathematics, applied mathematics, problem solving - and 






Workshop 3: Transversal Skills (November 15th, 14:30 – 18:00) 
Chair: Paulina Korsnakova (International Association for the Evaluation of Educational 
Achievement, IEA) 
Speakers: Bryony Hoskins (University of Southampton); Maria Magdalena Isac (European 
Commission, JRC & University of Groningen, The Netherlands); Angelo Paletta (University of 
Bologna); Valérie Quittre (University of Liège). 
 
Summary 
This workshop explored the ways in which large scale international surveys and assessments can 
be used to measure transversal skills and competences (e.g. key competences such as social and 
civic competences and digital competence) that are of importance both for individuals' 
employability and their active participation in society. Since the 2009 Stockholm conference, 
new data about social and civic competences have become available through the International 
Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS), and several secondary analysis projects have 
made use of this data. Bryony Hoskins presented a paper examining measures of civic 
competence in Europe using the IEA’s ICCS study. Using data from ICCS 2009 as well, Maria 
Magdalena Isac presented a multivariate multilevel analysis which looked at the impact of 
student, school and educational system characteristics on student outcomes related to citizenship. 
Angelo Paletta looked at school autonomy as a factor affecting a student’s civic knowledge as 
well as basic skills (mathematics and reading), looking at the extent, size and direction of the 
relationship between these two variables. Valérie Quittre discussed the use of ICTs in classrooms 
and the results of the European survey of schools examining ICT infrastructure and use, ICT-




The workshop illustrated how the Nordic educational systems facilitate the acquisition of values 
relating to social justice, whereas countries following the civic republican tradition (e.g. Italy) 
focus on promoting values relating to citizenship and civic participation. It was also found that 
schools have only a small impact on students’ civic knowledge and hardly an impact on students’ 
citizenship values and participatory attitudes, with student characteristics and out-of-school 
factors playing a more important role. Evidence showed mixed results indicating both positive 
and negative results of school autonomy on educational performance (basic as well as civic 
skills). Finally, it was demonstrated that teachers’ confidence in using ICTs was directly linked 
to the frequency of students’ use of such technologies in learning processes. 
 
Policy implications & future research 
At the school level, promoting dialogue and critical debate creates opportunities for students 
to learn and practice democracy and thus helps to foster civic awareness. In order to develop 
citizenship values and participatory attitudes, educational systems could place a stronger 
emphasis on these competences in the school curriculum. Moreover, family-focused and/or 
community-oriented social policies could be developed. School autonomy has different effects 
in different countries depending on the level of development: policy makers are urged to 
consider this together with the other contextual factors (e.g. levels of school accountability) in 
order to avoid undesired effects. Supporting teachers’ professional development is a key 
condition for effective and efficient use of available technologies to enhance learning 
outcomes. 
 
More in-depth investigation at the regional level is needed for better interpretation of data and 
better informed policy recommendations on civics and citizenship education. There is also a need 
to improve measurement of attitudes and perceptions, by developing more refined and 
appropriate measurement tools (e.g. considering the age of the population and emerging forms of 
(online) civic participation). It would also be useful to develop a longitudinal/panel tool in order 
to improve the investigation. In addition, it would be valuable to define the exact parameters of 
the concept of ‘school autonomy’, and to investigate the different effects of autonomous 
decision making processes (e.g. budget, curriculum, personnel management, student 
policies), as well as measures of school accountability, as far as these areas are found to have an 
impact on students’ citizenship knowledge. Finally, an investigation into entrepreneurial skills 
and how to foster them would be useful and there is an evident need for data development in the 
area of entrepreneurial skills and competencies. 
  
Parallel session Day 2 
 
 
Workshop 4: Educational Achievement of Migrants, Ethnic Minorities and Disadvantaged 
Students (November 16th, 8.30 – 12:10) 
Chair: Seamus Hegarty (IEA) 
Speakers: Dirk Hastedt (IEA); Pavlina Hadjitheodoulou Loizidou (Cyprus Pedagogical Institute); 
Massimilliano Mascherini (EUROFUND); Adél Pasztor (Northumbria University). 
 
Summary 
In workshop 4, speakers presented their research on the educational performance of the specific 
subgroups of migrants, ethnic minorities and other disadvantaged groups. Dirk Hastedt discussed 
the challenges presented by increased global migration and the implications of this trend for 
educational systems in different EU countries, where he examined the characteristics of 
immigrant students, trends of their achievement in the field of mathematics and the different 
situations of various subgroups of immigrant students. He demonstrated that the situation of 
immigrant students was very diverse both within and between EU countries, noting large 
differences between migrant and non-migrant achievement in mathematics in, for example, 
Romania, Slovenia and Sweden. Pavlina Hadjitheodoulou Loizidou examined Cyprus’ transition 
from a traditionally mono-cultural society to an increasingly multicultural one, and the capacity 
of the Cypriot education system to accommodate migrant children. The research analysed PISA 
results in Greece and Germany in order to identify trends and obstacles hindering efficiency and 
equity of education systems which could also apply to the case of Cyprus. Massimilliano 
Mascherini’s research focused on NEETs (young people Not in Employment, Education or 
Training) in Europe whose growing prevalence is a trend brought on by the recession. The 
presentation illustrated the future risk factors this trend represents, emphasising the economic 
and social consequences of long-term disengagement from the labour market and education. 
Adél Pasztor’s presentation examined the effect of being taught in one’s mother tongue on 
student performance, in comparison with students who were being taught in their second 
language. Her research was based on three different case studies, namely Swedish-speaking 
Finns in Finland, Hungarians in Slovakia and German-speakers in Bolzano (Italy).  
 
Key results 
With some exceptions, it was found that in most countries immigrant students lag behind non-
immigrant students in terms of educational achievement. The workshop demonstrated 
differences in achievement also between first generation and second generation immigrant 
students, with the former group typically experiencing greater achievement gaps with non-
migrant students than the latter. Dirk Hastedt emphasised that speaking a different language at 
home constituted a disadvantage but that not all the achievement difference between migrant and 
non-migrant students can be explained by this variable. The workshop also discussed some 
recent policy measures implemented to target the issue of NEETs. In her conclusions, Adél 
Pasztor noted that the gap between autochthonous students of an ethnic minority (those who are 
not first or second generation immigrants) and native students was less significant than the gap 
between immigrant and native students, as demonstrated by PISA data. 
 
Policy implications & future research 
The research on educational achievement of migrant students, ethnic minorities and 
disadvantaged students has highlighted the presence of equity issues. This calls on schools and 
policy makers to further reflect on how to group students in schools and classrooms, as well as 
addressing the question of how language education should be delivered. Drawing on best 
practices also has value, by further identifying and possibly replicating characteristics of 
systems that have successfully integrated immigrant children. The growing challenge 
presented by NEETS calls for focused initiatives at the EU level, where policies could aim to 
reduce the rate of early school leavers and encourage smoother transitions from education to 
employment. Finally, additional career guidance is needed in order to give young people more 
information on their options and encourage action before disengagement sets in. 
 
Further research could focus on identifying conditions that improve the educational 
performance of migrant children and decrease the achievement gap between migrants and 
non-migrants. It would thus be useful to document differential approaches and make note of 
best practices in countries where migrant integration in educational systems is more successful. 
However, it needs to be well understood how ‘best practices’ can be applied from one country to 
another as the application might depend critically on the framework of the receiving country’s 
educational institutions/system and labour market conditions. Finally, it would be useful to have 
a detailed analysis of the historic and social background of ethnic groups in order to assess 
the difficulties different groups may face. This also relates to generating better information on 
first generation migrants in comparison to second generation migrants, and thus deconstructing 
migrant populations. 
  
Workshop 5: Teachers’ professional development, teaching methods and learning outcomes 
(November 16th, 8.30 – 12:10) 
Chair: Daniele Vidoni (INVALSI) 
Speakers: Stanislav Ranguelov (EACEA); Sigrid Blömeke (Humboldt University); Leonidas 
Kyriakides (University of Cyprus); Andres Sandoval-Hernandez (IEA). 
 
Summary 
Workshop 5 looked at the role of teachers and teaching methods in relation to educational 
performance of students. Stanislav Ranguelov discussed teaching approaches as one of the main 
factors influencing learning outcomes and student motivation in subjects such as mathematics 
and science. The presentation examined the extent to which national teaching guidelines on 
promoting collaborative activities and ICT are used in daily teaching practices, through the 
analysis of TIMSS and PISA data. Sigrid Blömeke’s research assessed the content knowledge of 
mathematics teachers in primary and lower-secondary schools in 16 countries at the end of their 
training. Leonidas Kyriakides argued that there is a need to strengthen links between research on 
teacher effectiveness and research on teacher professional development. Andres Sandoval-
Hernandez examined the case of new teachers and analysed key aspects of teachers’ work 
experience with the aim of helping policy makers to increase the effectiveness of teaching. 
Comparisons were drawn between new and experienced teachers in order to identify significant 
differences and discuss policy implications. 
 
Key results 
The workshop highlighted some gaps between existing teaching approaches and current 
guidelines, and explored ways in which teachers could be trained to deliver high-quality learning. 
It was also concluded that cultural influences are important determinants explaining variances in 
teaching methods between countries, as teachers’ demonstrated knowledge in the field of 
mathematics was shown to be closely linked to national debates on mathematics education. 
Finally, it was found that new teachers performed worse in terms of efficacy in teaching, 
classroom management and student discipline. 
 
Policy implications & future research 
Current evidence indicates that improving quality of teaching is key to improving student 
achievement. There is also strong evidence to indicate that both constructivist and traditional 
teaching methods can be effective and that there is thus a need to develop integrated 
approaches to teaching. However, it is also necessary to identify individual strengths and 
weaknesses in countries as a basis for implementing reforms. Furthermore, it would be helpful 
not just to examine progress by ranking countries, but to look instead at ‘opportunities to learn’ 
on a broad scale and to target actual weaknesses as identified by evidence-based research. In 
addition, advances can be derived from greater job differentiation between new and 
experienced teachers (as new teachers have the same workloads as experienced teachers, but 
spend a greater proportion of their time on classroom management). Finally, a review of the 
content, format and intensity of teachers’ continuing professional development is recommended 
so as to better target it to teachers’ specific needs, such as classroom management training for 
new teachers. 
 
International surveys need to include specific questions which reveal whether or not findings 
produced through studies on the quality of teaching are actively used to develop the content and 
structure of teacher training programmes. This would be beneficial in producing an evidence-
based and theory-driven approach to teachers’ professional development. In addition, since the 
associated risks of drawing far-reaching conclusions on the basis of case studies, further research 
is needed to link research on teacher training with research on teacher effectiveness. It is 
also necessary to link teacher and student data (for example through matching various datasets, 
such as TIMSS, PIRLS and TALIS). Finally, it would be useful to compare results from different 
studies and use experimental studies on teacher effectiveness to identify common patterns.  
  
Workshop 6: The effectiveness of educational policies (November 16th, 8.30 – 12:10) 
 
Chair: Anke Weber (European Commission, Joint Research Centre) (in absence of Andrea 
Saltelli, European Commission, Joint Research Centre) 
Speakers: Daniele Checchi (University of Milan, Italy); Zbigniew Sawiński (Educational 
Research Institute, Poland); Valentina Rastelli (INVALSI, Italy); (absent Harry Anthony 
Patrinos (The World Bank)). 
 
Summary 
Workshop 6 aimed at looking at the interplay between political decisions, settings, and 
institutional arrangements on the one hand and educational outcomes on the other hand. In 
addition, the workshop aimed at shedding further light on how international surveys based on 
skills assessments have influenced policy reforms in European countries. Daniele Checchi 
presented results on the impact of educational policies in Europe in the last century on 
educational outcomes. In particular, he showed which policies affect mean years of education, 
educational inequality and intergenerational persistence and thereby presented an ideal policy 
menu which is available to policy makers. Zbigniew Sawiński presented an analysis of the 
impact of school reforms on educational inequalities in Poland using PISA data. He 
demonstrated that by analysing PISA data from the years 2000-2009, one can detect that 
inequalities first decreased due to the school reform, but that following the gradual adaptation of 
parents to the new system, inequalities started to reoccur. Last, Valentina Rastelli presented an 
analysis of the impact of EU funding on students’ results in Southern Italy. In particular, this 
study compared the PISA 2006 and 2009 outcomes of the regions with EU funding to a control 
group which did not receive the EU funding, and provide some indication that European funds 
can have a significant positive impact on student achievement.  
 
Key results 
Education reforms affect different dimensions of education, such as students’ achievement, 
inequalities in education, and the inter-generational link, i.e. the link between parents’ and 
students’ education level. Depending on the type of reform, outcomes might be positive for 
student’s schooling but can have negative effects on educational inequality and inter-
generational links. Another factor to keep in mind is the cost of reforms and here it seems that 
expansionary reforms are more expensive than organisational reforms. On the positive side, there 
is some indication that European Social Funds have a positive effect on student achievement in 
reading and mathematics (as demonstrated by the paper on Southern Italy). However, it is crucial 
to account for the interplay between education reforms and the reactions by the society, i.e. 
teachers and parents. This interplay might strongly affect the outcomes of reforms (as seen in the 
case of Poland). 
 
 
Policy implications & future research 
This workshop revealed that international education surveys are important tools to assess the 
effects of policy reforms on student achievement. In addition, they can help to track the 
development of educational inequality over time and monitor the variation between schools. 
To derive better policy recommendations, however, more use should be made of 
counterfactual analysis as well as rigorously using the available data to assess the ‘causal’ 
effect of reforms. In addition, analyses of educational reforms require a good understanding of 
the national education system. This can only be achieved through collaboration with national 
experts. Last, when designing education policies the reaction by the society, most notably the 
parents and teachers, needs to be anticipated and integrated in the education reform for it to be 
successfully implemented.   
 
The discussion in the workshop revealed two important aspects for future research. First, there is 
a strong need to acquire a better understanding of how to design analysis to obtain ‘causal’ 
effects and thereby to inform policy. Second, there is a need to disentangle various effects by 
reforms, i.e. on educational achievement, inequalities and intergenerational links, as well as 
better understand the interrelations of different educational reforms and how reforms were 





Closing Session and Conclusions 
 
 
November 16th, 12.30 – 14:30 
Panel Debate 
Chair: Susanne von Below (German Federal Ministry of Education and Research) 
Panellists: Leonidas Kyriakides (University of Cyprus); Anu Toots (Tallinn University); Anne-
Berit Kavli (Norwegian Directorate of Education and Training); Athena Michaelidou (Cyprus 
Pedagogical Institute); Lars Bo Jakobsen (EACEA); Ana Maria Costa Freitas (European 
Commission, Office of the Chief Scientific Adviser of the Commission President). 
 
The panellists discussed how the wealth of existing evidence can be used to improve policies in 
the education sector, and what needs to be done to increase the usefulness of survey data for 
policies. Leonidas Kyriakides made a strong plea for further secondary analysis particularly 
with respect to identifying relevant system-level factors and school-based factors. He highlighted 
the importance of identifying the impact of actions taken by schools and teachers, and proposed 
to include questions on system-level factors in surveys. Anu Toots highlighted the challenge to 
retain consistent indicators over succeeding waves of surveys, but yet to take into account the 
changing concepts of those indicators, for example on democracy or when accounting for mobile 
students in Europe. Moreover, she called for a stronger focus of the institutional framework in 
which education policies are implemented, as these might help to explain differences in 
outcomes. The third panellist, Anne-Berit Kavli, supported the idea that there is a need for 
greater knowledge on specific actions taken in the classroom, such as innovative learning 
approaches and teaching practices. It seems still unclear what effective teaching is and whether 
effective teaching is the same in each country. To answer these questions a more in-depth 
evaluation of each country’s contextual information is needed as well as a stronger dialogue 
between politicians and researchers. In addition, Kavli proposed conducting analyses of 
countries with similar cultural and economic backgrounds. Athena Michaelidou stressed the 
important impact of surveys on countries and emphasised the crucial role of teachers as critical 
users of surveys. In addition, she remarked that results from secondary analyses of surveys need 
to be communicated clearly and with respect to the underlying quality of the survey to be able to 
impact education policies. Last, she proposed that linking national with international surveys is a 
fruitful avenue and further work needs to be done on this. Lars Bo Jakobsen’s intervention 
highlighted that education surveys have already produced a substantial amount of evidence and 
this evidence is already used in the European Commission to monitor reforms and progress 
towards the ET2020 and Europe 2020 targets. However, according to Jakobsen, there is also 
merit in using more qualitative data, for example with regard to collecting information on 
system-level factors. Last, he stressed the necessity for politicians to take an active part in the 
conceptualisation of international surveys to ensure that survey results are adapted to policy 
needs. Ana Maria Costa Freitas underlined the need for an improved dialogue between the 
different stakeholders, i.e. among the researchers from different disciplines and between 
researchers and politicians. To enhance the dialogue between the different stakeholders, it seems 
necessary to have a common language. In addition, she emphasised the need to invest in the right 
skills, such as transversal and language skills, which are adapted to the labour market. This can 
only be achieved by well-trained and motivated teachers.  
 
Existing Evidence and Key Messages 
There was a consensus that classroom effects are very important in explaining disparities in 
student achievement. Greater interaction between stakeholders – such as between education 
providers and employers – would be beneficial in terms of encouraging discussion on which 
skills are important and valued; this would also enable a better recognition of the skills young 
people need in a perpetually modernising world. Societal changes over time need to be taken 
into account and research needs to be proactive in order to correctly and effectively identify 
future needs. It is also advised to undertake more culture specific studies as cultural and social 
differences and contexts between countries can mean that policies that are effective in one 
country may not be in another; analyses that compare and contrast different studies on  
education systems are thus recommended and countries with similar cultures or education 
systems could form learning networks. The challenges of evidence-based policy are that despite 
best-practice guidelines some countries are better equipped to implement policy 
recommendations depending on, for example, the capacity of their institutions.   
 
Policy Recommendations 
More research on the quality of teaching, teaching effectiveness and on specific activities in 
the classroom is required. The need for investment in transversal skills is increasing as a 
highly skilled workforce is the key to driving innovation and boosting growth in Europe; such 
skills include technological competences, language skills and critical analysis skills. Also, 
professional development of teachers should be improved and access to this kind of training 
should be enlarged. The data currently available on educational outcomes is rich but further 
secondary data analysis and targeted research is needed. For example there is demonstrable 
knowledge on input factors and outcomes, but not enough on the relationship between them. 
There is a need to improve communication channels between researchers and policy makers 
and to create additional platforms for such dialogue; also, it is important to sum up research 
results in a way and format that is easy for policymakers to understand, and that addresses the 
concerns that policy makers are dealing with.  
 
Concluding Remarks 
Pierre Mairesse closed the conference discussions by re-examining the conference’s success in 
terms of its initial objectives. He concluded that the conference had: provided many policy 
relevant findings through secondary analyses of large scale international surveys and 
assessments; highlighted the need for effective knowledge brokerage with regard to 
communicating results from secondary analysis effectively to policy makers; and identified gaps 
in data sources as well as prospects for further analysis and opportunities to rethink the scope of 
some of the existing international surveys. Mairesse also emphasised the need for researchers 
and policy makers to clarify the use of certain terminology and concepts, such as ‘school 
autonomy’, ‘efficiency’ and ‘impact’, so as to establish a common understanding of such terms. 
He identified the following areas as requiring greater attention: equity and equality; effectiveness 
and efficiency of reforms; and focusing further secondary analysis at the education system level. 
Mairesse also made reference to the upcoming publication of surveys and data availability 
in the areas of education and training which would allow for additional policy relevant analyses, 
making particular reference to the European Commission’s continued work on country-specific 






Box 1: Web links to international surveys 
OECD data sources  
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA): www.oecd.org/pisa 
Programme for International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC):  www.oecd.org/piaac 
Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS): www.oecd.org/edu/talis 
Adult Literacy and Lifeskills Survey (ALL): www.nces.ed.gov/surveys/all 
 
IEA data sources  
Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS): http://timssandpirls.bc.edu 
Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS): http://timssandpirls.bc.edu 
International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS): www.iea.nl/iccs_2009.html 
International Computer and Information Literacy Study (ICILS): www.iea.nl/icils_2013.html 
Teacher Education and Development Study in Mathematics (TEDS-M): www.iea.nl/teds-m.html 
 
Other data sources  
The European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC) 
http://ec.europa.eu/languages/eslc/index.html 





















  Bacchus Room
Jan-eric	gustafsson	(University	of	gothenburg,	sweden):	 





































to read or not to read – that is the question. Reading engagement and reading habits in a gender 
perspective.	northern	Lights	on	Pisa	2009	
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Patterns in national policies and the provision of support for struggling readers across Europe 
	 	 WoRkshoP	2.	
	basiC	skiLLs:	MatheMatiCs	anD	sCienCe	skiLLs






























the impact of international studies results 
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Using international surveys of educational achievement as a source of information for improving education 
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the role of basic mathematical skills in science at higher levels in school. 
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To read or not to read – that is the question. reading engagement and reading habits in a gender 
















Bringing together PiSa, the national educational Panel Study (nePS) and the Standard-based national 
assessment (na) in Germany 
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The Contribution of Schooling to Secondary-School Students’ Citizenship Outcomes Across Countries: 
Using an Educational Effectiveness Theoretical Framework to Conduct a Secondary Analysis of the 










interpersonal relationships and creating opportunities for students to learn and practice democracy. 
scientific	and	practical	implications	are	discussed.		
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The social and economic cost of neeTs in europe 











Talking the Same Language: How Does Education in the Mother Tongue Affect the Pupils’ Scholastic 
achievement in the Parallel School Systems? 
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assessing strengths and weaknesses of teacher knowledge in asia, eastern europe and Western 











and singapore are particularly strong on constructed-response items. teachers from Russia and Poland are 
strong	in	non-standard	operations.	the	Usa	and	norway	do	particularly	well	in	MPCk.	thus,	teacher	knowledge	


















studies on quality of teaching. such international surveys can contribute to establishing an evidence-based 
and theory-driven approach to professional development. 
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new teachers’ working experience. a cross country comparison based on data collected from the oeCD 
















Private education provision and public finance: the Netherlands 
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in the directorate General for Education and Culture in the unit responsible for studies and 
analysis.	he	was	responsible	for	the	development	and	use	of	evidence	to	support	european	











































has published a number of national and thematic reports and articles on results of 
educational assessments and their implications. she is Editor in Chief of the slovak 
Journal for Educational sciences and a council member of the European Educational 































































































of the Centre for Educational Research and Evaluation of the Cyprus Ministry of Education 
and Culture. she has taught in many in-service training programmes for teachers from 
different	levels	of	the	educational	system	and	different	posts.	she	is	the	coordinator	of	






























or computational models. A second focus is the construction of composite indicators 
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